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This Report presents the findings of Phase I (2016-17) of the research project EU Migrants 

in the UK: Perceptions and Challenges of Belonging hosted by Kingston University 

London's Centre for Research on Communities, Identities and Difference.  
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Executive Summary 
 

EU migrants in the UK (and presumably elsewhere) are not a homogenous category, so any assumptions or 

conclusions about their views and perceptions need to account for intersectionality and reflect migrants' complex 

social positioning. Nevertheless, two factors appear to determine, more than anything, similarities in views and 

perceptions: education and national identity. Taking into account these factors, the study identified six categories in 

which clear distinctions between migrants could be identified. 

1. Reasons for coming and staying in the UK: while a leading reason for migration to the UK is clearly work, 

educational opportunities and family reunification follow closely. Western Europeans attach greater importance to 

cultural experience and personal development than Eastern Europeans, although both groups identify these as 

significant in their perceptions of life in the UK after settling. The majority of migrants arrive in the UK with a job 

offer secured through national social networks ahead of migration.  

2. Sense of belonging: EU migrants overwhelmingly retain a strong sense of attachment to their home communities, 

but their sense of belonging undoubtedly changes. The extent to which they rationalize this change is strongly 

correlated with education levels. Four patterns of identification and belonging emerge:  

2.1. breakaway (actively seek to sever links with national community); 

2.2. cosmopolitan (actively seek to establish an identity that transcends specific national communities); 

2.3. in-between (acknowledge strong links with both national and host communities); 

2.4. patriotic (actively maintaining a national community identity); 

3. Integration and engagement with civil society: EU migrants are generally well adjusted to life in the UK, with two 

factors in particular determining patterns of integration: English language competency and workplace demographics. 

EU migrants generally work jobs for which they are overqualified, and this is in the longer term one of their main 

concerns. They meet British people mainly through the workplace, except those with children who also socialize with 

British people through their children's activities. Discrimination or animosity from locals is not generally reported, 

with occasional anecdotes that do indicate such perceptions exist. Most migrants have or plan to regularize their 

residence status. Eastern Europeans are more likely to consider applying for UK citizenship than Western Europeans. 

Main deterrents for applying for citizenship are bureaucracy and cost. EU migrants are overall politically engaged, 

either in their home country or in their host community (depending on the pattern of belonging).  

4. Views on migration: Much like UK citizens, EU migrants are influenced by debates in favour of restricting 

immigration. EU migrants are overall very likely to support stricter regulation of migration (both from third countries 

and from other EU member states), as well as limited access to benefits for migrants. Eastern Europeans are 

generally more supportive of immigration restrictions than Western Europeans.  

5. Thoughts on the UK referendum on the EU and Brexit: EU migrants are engaged with the debates and are 

generally anxious about their outcome, even though many could relate to the arguments for Brexit. Education 

appears as a determinant in their attitudes towards Brexit, with higher educated respondents more perplexed at the 

UK public's support for Brexit. A shared sentiment is the perception of being unwanted in the UK. Even so, the 

majority of respondents express a certainty that Brexit would not affect them personally. A small minority indicates 

that if Brexit does affect them personally, they would not contest such an outcome.  

6. European identity: Higher education is correlated with stronger identification with Europe. The experience of 

migration itself often triggers reflection on and identification with the meaning of Europe.  The debates ahead of the 

UK referendum on Europe and the ensuing political climate appear to have contributed to consolidating a European 

identity among EU migrants in the UK.  
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Project Overview 

The project EU Migrants in the UK: Perceptions and Challenges of Belonging is hosted by Kingston University 

London's Centre for Research on Communities, Identities and Difference (CResCID). It seeks to outline, from an 

interdisciplinary perspective, the phenomenon of migration from the EU within the national context of the UK. The 

project was launched at a critical time for the European project and the future of EU migration to the UK: the 2016 

UK referendum on EU membership. In the past years, and in particular during the run up to the referendum, the 

subject of EU migration and the rights of EU citizens in the UK became prominent in the discussion surrounding UK-

EU relations and migration in general. Intra-EU migration means that citizens of EU member states can exercise 

established treaty rights across the EU: work, study, settle, retire. Despite temporary labour market access 

restrictions placed on Bulgarians and Romanians, such has been the case with EU migration to the UK since 2004. 

The British vote to leave the EU has cast doubt on these rights and will affect in many direct and possibly indirect 

ways the life of EU migrants in the UK, sowing anxiety and uncertainty. 

The purpose of this project is to identify the perceptions and the challenges that shape the sense of belonging of 

EU citizens within the context of migration to the UK. Belonging is interrogated as membership as well as 

ownership of a particular social space (Geddes and Favell 1999: 25, 34). The category of belonging is thus examined 

both in the informal acceptance and recognition that it implies, but also in the formal status that it acknowledges. 

Belonging is methodologically useful here as it captures the complex dynamics of inclusion and exclusion that always 

accompanies migration and is also inherent in the category of citizenship (Kofman 1995: 121). 

EU citizenship is triggered by an element of cross-border mobility within the EU (Currie 2008; also Cases 64/96 and 

65/96 Uecker and Jacquet 1997 ECR I-3171), and therefore it underpins the legal status, entitlements and 

experiences of EU migrants. What the research within this project investigates is how individual EU citizens within a 

specific national context - that of the UK - translate EU citizenship into a personally relevant category of belonging. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Conceptual Chart for EU Migrants in the UK Project. 
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Project Aims and Objectives 

The project has aimed to explore the following dimensions of belonging (Figure 1): 

1. Informal dimension 

i. Self-reflection on identity, membership, commitment, loyalty, common purpose; 

ii. External feedback on identity, membership, commitment, loyalty, common purpose; 

2. Formal dimension 

i. Self-reflection on status, entitlements, experiences; 

ii. External feedback on status, entitlements, experiences 

 

Methodology 

The first phase of the project involved the collection of data in the immediate run up to the UK referendum on EU 

membership on 23rd June 2016. The initial focus was the impact of migration on EU migrants' identities, their sense 

of belonging and their place in Britain, British society and within the wider European context. We collected data 

through six focus groups (n=32), 12 in-depth interviews, and a nationwide survey (n=465). We used the focus groups 

and the interviews to identify some patterns and hypotheses, and we used the survey to triangulate the patterns 

which emerged in the qualitative study. Details of the data collection as below: 

Focus groups took place between April and May 2016 in Greater London (Golders Green, Chiswick, Kingston 

upon Thames), Berkshire (Goring and Streatly), and West Sussex (Burgess Hill). The main method of getting 

participants was through personal contacts and snowballing, whereby the only criteria for selection was 

holding EU nationality/migration to the UK. All focus groups were of mixed nationality and gender. When 

participants knew each other in advance, it was through their workplace. Participants were mostly not of the 

same job title, age, nationality, gender, education level, family status. Total number of participants: 32 (13 

male and 19 female). 

 

12 Bulgarian 

5 Romanian 

3 Spanish 

3 Polish 

2 Czech 

2 Italian 

1 Hungarian-Romanian 

1 Lithuanian 

1 Greek 

1 French 

1 Portuguese 

32 Total 
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Interviews took place in May and June 2016 and included participants on the basis of their EU nationality/ 

migration status in the UK who were not able and/or willing to participate in a focus group. Total number of 

participants 12 (6 male and 6 female):  

 

 

A UK nationwide survey was conducted in the period 1st-19th June 2016. The survey was taken by over 600 

participants. In total there were 400 completes and 65 incompletes that were used (answered all of the 

demographics questions or more).1 Gender representation in the sample: 31% male (142), 69% female (323). 

33 of the survey participants had British nationality besides their other EU nationality. 

 

Year of birth   

1930-39 2 

1940-49 9 

1950-59 16 

1960-69 58 

1970-79 136 

1980-89 180 

1990-2000 64 

Total 465 

  

Survey participants nationality: 

                                                           
1
 Over a hundred surveys were either invalid or participants did not answer all demographic questions.  

3 Romanian 

3 German 

3 Polish 

1 Bulgarian 

1 French 

1 Dutch/Swedish 

12 Total 

Nationality % Participants 

Austrian 1.29%      6 

Belgian 1.29%         6 

Bulgarian 21.29% 99 

Croatian 0.21%       1 

Czech 0.86%            4 

Danish 1.93%          9 
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The participants in the survey are not evenly distributed in terms of gender, geographical residence in the UK 

and in terms of national representation. Further data collection is required within the second phase of the 

project to address this uneven distribution and enhance the sample.  

 

EU Migrants in the UK: the National Context 

According to the office of national statistics (ONS, 2015) there are 3.1 million UK residents who were born in 

European Union member states:2  

EU14:3  1.5 million;  

EU8:4  1.3 million;  

EU2:5  0.2 million.  

                                                           
2
 The ONS does not provide statistics on the number of EU citizens living in the UK. This is partly to do with how the UK collect 

migration figures.  
3
 EU14 refers to the pre-2004 accession members of the EU: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, 

Luxemburg, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, and Sweden. 
4
 EU8 refers to 8 of the 10 countries (excludes Malta and Cyprus) that joined the EU in 2004: Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, 

Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia.   
5
 EU2 refers to Romania and Bulgaria.   

Dutch 3.22%           15 

Estonian 0.64%       3 

Finish 0.64%            3 

French 9.46%          44 

German 10.1%      47 

Greek 1.29%            6 

Hungarian 4.51%    21 

Irish 5.37%               25 

Italian 4.73%            22 

Latvia 2.15%            10 

Lithuanian 2.36%     11 

Maltese 0.21%          1 

Polish 13.76%           64 

Portuguese 4.3%      20 

Romanian 3.01%      14 

Slovakian 0.43%       2 

Spanish 3.87%          18 

Swedish 3.01%        14 

Total 100.% 465 
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Of these numbers 2.5 million are of working age. In terms of specific countries, there are 831 thousand UK residents 

who were born in Poland (of whom 27 thousand have UK nationality); 382 thousand in Ireland (67); 286 thousand in 

Germany (176); 220 thousand in Romania (9); 162 thousand in Italy (18); 153 thousand in France (26); 151 thousand 

in Lithuania (3); 140 thousand in Portugal (7); and 125 thousand in Spain (6).   

Many EU nationals were born in the UK. Of these, 108 thousand are of Polish nationality, followed by 20 thousand 

from Portugal, Lithuania and Romania each; 17 thousand from France; 14 thousand from Italy; 12 thousand from 

Germany; and 8 thousand from Slovakia, the Netherlands and Latvia each.  

In terms of geographic distribution, there are 2.8 million EU nationals in England (EU 14: 1.33; EU8: 1.12; EU2: 272), 

of which 932 thousand are in London; 72 thousand in Wales (EU14: 36; EU8: 31; EU2: 4); 190 thousand in Scotland 

(EU14: 78; EU8: 100; EU2: 10); and 93 thousand in Northern Ireland (EU14: 50; EU8: 39; EU2: 3).  

According to the ONS (2015) the main reasons for arriving in the UK are:  

1. Work: 1.46 million (EU 14: 501; EU 8: 773: EU2: 173); 

2. Study: 315 thousand (EU 14: 199; EU 8: 83; EU 2: 24); 

3. Joining a dependent or spouse: 1.09 million (EU 14: 633; EU 8: 326; EU 2: 72);  

4. Other: 296 thousand (EU 14: 154; EU 8: 111; EU 2: 18).  

 

Key findings of the study 

Analysing the perceptions and views of EU nationals in the UK brings up a significant conceptual and practical 

challenge: EU nationals are not a homogenous category or community. They differ in their ethnicity, religion, 

national identity, education levels, family status, gender, sexual orientation, etc. Nevertheless, two factors in 

particular came up in our study as especially important in determining EU nationals’ perceptions of and views on 

most issues: national identity and education level. Factors such as level of religiosity, family status, year of arrival, 

and profession appear not to play an important part in shaping our respondents’ perceptions and views. Despite the 

skewed ratio of male and female participants in the survey (less so in the focus groups and interviews), gender was 

not found to be an important factor in indicating participants’ perceptions and views. Sexual orientation does appear 

to figure more prominently but more evidence is needed to formulate any conclusions on this.  

We divide our main findings into six categories: 

1. Reasons for coming and staying in the UK; 

2. Sense of belonging; 

3. Integration and engagement with civil society; 

4. Views on migration; 

5. Thoughts on the UK referendum on the EU and Brexit; 

6. European identity; 

 

1. Reasons for coming to and staying in the UK: 

In order to identify the various reasons people give for migrating to the UK, we provided survey participants with the 

opportunity to indicate the relative importance (Likert scale 1-5) of a number of reasons for coming to the UK (to 

improve their English; for work; to study; for personal development; cultural life; family reasons; personal freedoms; 

and friends). The main driver for EU migration to the UK is work, followed by educational opportunities and family, 
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which is consistent with the ONS figures. However, our survey and focus groups also indicated the importance of 

culture and the allure of life in the UK, and in particular London (see, for example: King et al, 2014).  

Silvia (Italian): 'I guess living in London gives you loads of opportunities and there's such a mixture of 

different people, cultures and everything, just makes you grow so much. And sometimes you just 

think that this is how you want to grow and this is how you want to build your life instead of in a 

small place. It's a bit more self-focused.'  

The strongest factor in determining the reasons for coming to the UK was nationality. Southern Europeans (Portugal, 

Spain, Italy and Greece) and Eastern Europeans have come mainly for work. In contrast, Western Europeans have 

arrived for more varied reasons and more closely linked to cultural life. Additionally, for Western Europeans, as 

would be expected, improving their English and education opportunities were less important. In terms of the 

reasons for staying in the UK, work is clearly the most important, but closely followed by family. As with reasons for 

coming to the UK, the relationship between nationality and staying for work still held. Other indicators, such as age, 

year of arrival, and levels of education, were not important.  

Reason for 

coming to 

the UK 

Mean German Dutch French Polish Lithuanian Bulgaria  Portuguese Italian Spanish 

Work 3.73 3.33 2.9 3.55 4.34 3.8 4.37 4.11 3.81 4 

 

One of the interesting findings that emerged from our focus groups and interviews to complement the data from the 

survey is the high percentage of EU nationals who came to the UK with a job offer secured through national social 

networks.  

Guiliano (Italian) [Why did you come to the UK?]: ‘Because there was already one of my friends here, 

so he could help me to find a house, to find a job’ 

Bruno (Spanish): 'I was in Spain, yes. And I was explaining her [my friend] my situation [was 

unemployed], what I was thinking to do and I was thinking of coming to the UK, she said, "By the 

way, they're looking for people here [hotel], if you want…" And it was a couple of days thinking about 

that and then I called her back and I said, "Yes." And, yes, she kind of fixed it for me. So, yes, I arrived 

when I had already that job. It wasn't a big deal, but it was a way of starting.'  

Ana (Portuguese) [How did you get this job?]: ‘I came here to see my aunt. She works with Alex 

[catering manager] and she knew I always worked in restaurants and things like that. She was like, 

“Okay, come on. Let’s speak with Alex.” Alex was the manager here. So I spoke with Alex and I 

started straight away.’ 

Hajnalka (Hungarian-Romanian) [Why did you come to the UK]: ‘I had family here and they offered 

me their house and that was an easy way to come over and I came here.’ 

Lenko (Bulgarian): ‘So her [his wife’s] mum was here. At the time we were just a couple, no kids. We 

were married. And we just wanted to travel and it was just an opportunity to come to the UK. So we 

didn't have any intentions to stay. We just got on a bus, well a coach actually.’ 

Varo(Bulgarian): ‘the first one [job] I found online from Bulgaria… So I applied and they accept.’ 
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2. Sense of belonging: 

The politics and practice of belonging has been firmly attached to migration but in the case of EU migrants it has 

attracted only recent academic interest (see, for example, Favell, 2008; Moreh, 2015; and Rother and Nebe, 2009). 

Where do migrants belong? Does their self-identification transcend national boundaries and become European? Do 

migrants detach themselves from traditional communities of belonging? Do they become, in Favell's memorable 

vocabulary, 'eurostars' (2008)?. Our study found, perhaps unsurprisingly, that many EU nationals have retained a 

strong sense of attachment to their home country. Only a small minority of them have sought to completely detach 

themselves from their home communities and environment. We found that mobility and class were not as good 

indicators of participants’ sense of belonging, as was education level - the strongest indicator in our results . Age, 

year of arrival and nationality have little correlation with belonging in our findings.  

Analysing our survey data and comparing it with the responses we got from interview and focus groups participants, 

we have been able to identify patterns of belonging across four categories: breakaway pattern of belonging, 

cosmopolitan, in-between, and patriotic patterns.  

2.1. Breakaway pattern of belonging: this group includes people who display a strong and deliberate 

detachment from their community of nationality, and whose reasons to migrate have been dictated by a 

desire to break away from previous communities of belonging. A vision and strategy of 'becoming British' is 

mostly associated with this group.  

Barbara (Czech): [has lots of British friends] 'I knew that I wanted to change my country since I was a 

child. So I was just waiting to finish school and the reasons were mainly cultural… growing up in 

Prague there is just such hatred to everything foreign, it's a very racist country. Very close-minded as 

well. So coming here was a culture shock definitely, but now I can't imagine living without it, without 

diversity, without other cultures, other nationalities. 

… I feel at home here. I think that the culture and the way of living here in the UK really matches my 

personality. So I just decided to stay. [W]hen I go back home everything is so different. I have to 

adapt again to a place that once was my home… I personally, really do like British culture. I really do.' 

2.2. Cosmopolitan pattern of belonging:  those who clearly detach themselves from a specific community-

based belonging, finding instead self-identification across and beyond the communities of their nationality 

and host country. People in this group are more likely to be in a mixed-nationality relationship or be in a 

profession that requires high mobility. 

Joanna (Polish): 'I see myself as cosmopolitan. I definitely do not perceive myself as Polish, neither do 

I see myself as British. Wherever you tell me to live tomorrow, tell me to live in Germany, I'll move to 

Germany. I'm not that fussed. My family status shows it: when we travel, me, my husband and 

daughter, the three of us have different passports. I'm Polish, she is British and my husband is Israeli. 

So this is how I see us: as just being cosmopolitan.' 

Yana (Bulgarian): [would you go back to Bulgaria one day?] ‘Maybe. I think we are people of the 

world and my home is where I settle: maybe in UK, maybe in Spain, maybe another country. I'm not 

sure.'  

Angel (Bulgarian): 'We're consultants, so we are used to telling a lot of people what to do. And British 

people do not take it very well when somebody who is not British tells them what to do. But if you are 

a professional working for [a big company] they do not treat you as 'Eastern European'.' 
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2.3. In-between pattern of belonging: those who identify strongly with both home and host community, and 

who have created for themselves links with both communities; a more likely occurrence after living in the UK 

for a number of years and being in a long term relationship with a British partner.  

Carmen (Spanish): '[I see myself as] Spanglish. You know, it's a process. And my partner is British 

also, so it must have some effect on me…' 

Gosia (Polish): '[M]y heart is still in Poland but I live in England, and my partner is British as well, so 

that's my point of view.  … Well, it's funny, because when I came here, the first two years, I could 

really feel that, "Oh, my god, English people; they don't like Polish." But at the moment, I remember 

when I met my partner, I was like, "You know I'm Polish, right?" And he said, "And I'm English. What 

are you going to do about it?" It was such a nice exchange.  

Plus I met his mother… Not all his family – his family is quite big – but they are such lovely people, 

and they really don't care where I come from. What is important is who I am, so I can't feel the 

culture barrier or the, you know, it's really cool. 

2.4. Patriotic pattern of belonging: people in this group display a strong and deliberate attachment to their 

community of nationality. They would not have emigrated, had it not been for an external, instrumental 

reason such as work and family imperatives. It is also clear that members of this groups seek to recreate 

their national settings in their new host country.  

Varo (Bulgarian): [has been in the UK for three years after previously working for several years in 

Ireland] … Maybe I'm old fashioned, but I prefer to go back to my country.  

3. Integration and engagement with civil society 

The subject of how well migrants integrate and what role civil society plays is policy relevant, and is likely to become 

more so for EU migrants after Brexit. If we take integration to mean social inclusion and well being (as per Rutter, 

2015), then our study demonstrates that most EU nationals are integrating and achieving meaningful social contact 

through work, places of worship, sports clubs, parents associations, Sunday language schools, etc. Two factors 

appear as decisive in determining levels of integration: English language competency followed by the demographics 

of the workplace. Many of the workplaces EU nationals enter, for example in agriculture, retail, or hospitality, have 

few British workers.  According to our focus groups, this is a particular concern, especially for those who came to the 

UK primarily for work and have a patriotic pattern of belonging.  

Carmen (Spanish): ‘...working in hospitality, you meet people more often from different countries, 

like France, Germany, Poland. So there is the chance that you meet English people, British people, 

working in front desk, it's very weird. For example we only have two staff [out of a few dozen] who 

are British.’ 

Most EU nationals appear to have British friends and agree that this is an important part of living in the UK. Few 

experienced in the pre-Brexit period any outright animosity or discrimination. The one main complaint is the 

difficulty of getting jobs that correspond to migrants' previous qualifications and experience, particularly because of 

levels of English and qualifications recognition issues (e.g. in teaching). The main exceptions are those who attach a 

strong importance to their national identity and who attempt to recreate their home country in their host country.  

Silvia (Italian): 'I had ups and downs. I mean, after a year or two I really wanted to go back to my 

country, but somehow the opportunity never came up. So I stayed and after five years somehow I 

have started to attach to this country. When I visit Italy I feel like a foreigner after all this time. So 

here is my home now and there is no going back, I suppose.' 
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Barbara (Czech): 'I don't think I've ever been disadvantaged because of my nationality. If you want to 

work in England and your English is strong enough for the job you're applying for, and you are 

qualified for the job or you have some kind of experience, I think - I have never been rejected, 

because I was Czech.'  

 

Important factors in determining whether EU nationals have British friends include the type of work, level of 

education as well as whether migrants have children. Those with children, as one would expect, express higher levels 

of participation in community activities. 

Barbara (Czech): [Breakaway patterns of belonging] 'I've met most of my English friends through 

socialising and travel, actually. Socialising as in going out to see a comedy play or theatre, you get 

into a conversation or you just go to a pub and start chatting to somebody.' 

Carmen (Spanish): [In-between pattern of belonging] 'I like the people. I like the culture. They are 

different from the Spanish, but I like the English culture; the way they present a complaint; how they 

manage. I also like the way they take seriously any feedback. When I go to the bank and if I decide to 

buy a house, for example, the process is easier than if I do decide to do it in Spain. In Spain it took me 

one year; here in a few months: done. Women get more help, so if you have a child, you are a single 

mother, I think there is more support. At work, too. I mean you're growing faster than maybe what 

you can do in your own country. That's what I like.' 

While our focus group and individual interviewees said they experienced relatively little discrimination or animosity 

from locals, they did share occasional anecdotes of situations where they were made to feel foreign, unwelcome, 

and unaccepted.  

Carmen (Spanish): 'I've been here 13 years now, and I still come across situations where I feel, "Oh, 

you are a foreigner." I had that situation, walking down the street, where I was speaking Spanish to a 

friend, and suddenly these two teenagers were ready to hit us. It had never happened to me before. 

Here, working in Goring now, maybe due to the level of the people who live in this village, you feel 

like, you know, a foreigner. They see us as workers. They would prefer to have English, British people 

working here in this property, as it's matching the culture and the level. Here you feel this kind of 

discrimination, and we have had feedback from guests coming to this restaurant, who have 

mentioned these words. Yes.' 

Foud (French): 'If you go out, especially outside London, it's going to be completely different. Have 

you noticed, in this area, you don't have many foreigners here, you know? When they see you in the 

street, they keep looking at you like, "He's not from here."'  

Citizenship and permanent residency: it is clear from our study, and this is consistent with other studies on the 

subject, that most EU nationals in the UK want to apply for permanent residency and or citizenship: 33% of our 

respondents have applied for permanent residency and 22% for British citizenship; 50% of those who have not 

applied definitely want to apply, alongside an additional 20% that would probably apply.  

Among those considering applying there is a clear divide between Western and Southern Europe and Eastern 

Europe. The mean for applying for citizenship is 3.3: for Western and Southern European it is lower (for example, 

French 2.97, German 3.1, and Italian 3.2); for Eastern Europeans it is higher (for example, Polish 4.3, Bulgarian 3.77, 

and Hungarian 3.8). This is fully supported by our interviews and focus groups. It might well be that for those who 

came primarily for work, conditions back home are not secure enough to contemplate a return at this stage. It is also 
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clear from our focus groups that those with a cosmopolitan pattern of belonging are more amenable to leaving the 

UK.  

In terms of applying for permanent residency and citizenship, in the pre-Brexit period the main consideration 

according to our focus groups was bureaucracy and cost. When it came to children born in the UK, where cost was 

not a concern, most decided to acquire British citizenship for their kids.  

Hajnalka (Hungarian-Romanian): '[I want to apply, but] actually I don’t want to pay that much money 

for this.' 

Lenko (Bulgarian): [Cosmopolitan pattern of belonging] 'People say, "You should get your passport." 

"Why?" It's just - I can stay here indefinitely, so I have no concerns.'  

Another important measure of integration is participation in local politics. 80% EU nationals registered to vote in 

local elections and a further 75% of those not registered would consider doing so; most survey respondents 

indicated more interest in British local and national politics than in home country.  

Lenko (Bulgarian): 'I'm ashamed a little, because I'm 32 now and I have not voted once in my 

country… I mean I don't consider myself British, I'm Bulgarian... I've lived 19 years in Bulgaria. Even 

after 20 years here I'm still Bulgarian, I've been born there.' 

It is also clear that those with a more patriotic pattern of belonging were less interested in British politics and less 

inclined to vote in local, national and European elections.    

Varo (Bulgarian): [Occasionally follows Bulgarian politics and has Bulgarian TV at home] ‘I'm not very 

interested in British politics, I read the newspaper sometimes, but I don't understand all the politics 

here.’ 

 

4. Views on migration. 

In the run up to the referendum the subject of EU migration to the UK became prominent. It could be argued that it 

was the main issue that swayed the vote to wards leave. Our study shows that EU nationals’ views on migration, in a 

similar way to the general population, are heavily influenced by their surroundings and the general contention 

regarding migration currently in Europe. 

In the survey, focus groups and interviews, EU nationals expressed overall negative views on migration rather than 

positive. Many of our focus group interviewees called for tougher restrictions on migration, including EU migration, 

as well as for restrictions on benefits for migrants. This was somewhat unexpected to hear from many recent arrivals 

to the UK. Many expressed sympathy with the British tabloid view on restricting migration. All made clear their 

support for the need to control migration. They drew clear distinction between EU and non-EU migration, with most 

calling for tougher restrictions on non-EU migration, but many called for more control of EU migration as well.  

Simona (Romanian): 'It’s a set of rules. I think England is a very forgiving country and they offer 

immigrants a lot of things for free or very, very easy, easier than they offer them to their own people. 

So I think after this invasion, so to say, of Polish people, Indians in the past, Pakistani people and [so 

on]; then we have Romanians coming now and Bulgarians and the Czech people and all sorts, I think 

they realised the law system is not working and is not up-to-date to keep up with the immigration 

variety and all the people that came here for various reasons.' 

Yana (Bulgarian): 'I think just generally they should not give benefits [to migrants], perhaps only for 

people with children or disabilities, but I think that's where it should end… and it's the same problem 

everywhere, even outside the EU, they have the same problem and they still have to take a certain 
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amount of immigrants and foreigners. And they have the same problem with benefits and not 

working… So it's not really the referendum, I don't think it will make any difference in that sense, 

because they all have the same issues.' 

Karonlina (Lithuanian): 'I can see that it makes sense to an extent that loads of people come into the 

UK from Europe. Look at Italy: the economy is not doing great. Spain is not doing great. Greece is not 

doing great. So it does make sense that people come here. I don't know if there are too many. All I 

can say is that, everything has to be regulated. You can't just live here. You need organisation and 

things have to be done properly. Otherwise it's just chaos.' 

Ana (Portuguese): 'Some of the people I know [claim benefits]. Not people that I like, but we hear 

from each other that a lot of people do that.' 

Vesela (Bulgarian): 'I don't know Bulgarians who [claim benefits], but I know several people from my 

course who are [Pakistani], they have the whole family on the system…' 

Foud (French): 'They don't like it. Why don't they like it? You know, in some ways you could 

understand their point of view. They understand that you are coming here to take jobs. Of course I'm 

coming here to take a job, I'm going to work. But for them, "No, you are taking my job." You see?'  

The two factors determining views on migration were nationality and level of education. Western and Southern 

Europeans expressed somewhat more positives views on migration, particularly EU migration, while Eastern 

Europeans were more negative. In terms of education, there was a clear correlation between levels of education and 

views on migration. When asked about the extent to which migration should be regulated (1= not at all, 5 = to a 

great extent), they gave the following responses:  

 

 Mean High 

School 

Vocational 

Qualification 

Some College Undergraduate Post 

Graduate 

PhD 

Overall  

Migration 

3.6 3.79 3.75 3.8 3.65 3.45 2.8 

EU Migration 3.17 3.12 3.16 3.44 3.3 3.04 2.2 

Non EU 

Migration 

3.83 3.97 4.04 3.98 3.9 3.79 2.84 

 

 

5. Thoughts on the UK referendum on the EU and Brexit. 

As was expected, EU nationals were extremely interested in and preoccupied by the UK referendum to leave the EU. 

This was the one subject that brought most to engage with British media and politics, many for the first time. The 

one thing that was unexpected in EU nationals’ attitudes and views on the referendum was the sympathy with and in 

some cases support for Brexit. The support for Brexit, and to a similar extent views on migration, was largely related 

to education levels.  

Karolina (Lithuanian): ' [if] My country was in the same situation as the UK: immigrants would be 

coming in and the newspapers would be much, much harsher on this issue. Whereas here it seems 

very soft, like it's okay.'  
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Varo (Bulgarian): 'Well, Bulgarian people think England will be out. But here I think the old people 

want to leave, but the young people want to stay. Yes, it's 50/50. So I was asking myself, even if I had 

a right to vote, how am I going to vote? And I'm not sure. I might vote to leave the EU: lots of things, 

which are coming from the EU to Bulgaria are very good, but some of them are not… We've kind of 

lost our independence.' 

Laszlo (Romanian) ‘I think it’s good they try to come out of Europe… [are you not worried that this 

might affect you?] … Oh, so then I don’t want that to happen.’ 

Two recurring sentiments with regard to the prospect of Brexit were puzzlement as to why the British public wanted 

to leave the EU, and the sense of personal rejection at the thought that they were seen as a problem.  

Daniella (Czech): ‘I don't want [Brexit] to happen, I don't know, I don’t like that idea, and I really                   

don’t know why this is happening.’  

Lenko (Bulgarian): ‘They say we'll invade the UK or something… I would have voted to stay in the EU, 

because to me it sends the wrong message to all people in Europe. Okay Great Britain is an island 

and they're sort of separate from Europe, but they've been in the EU for so long and their laws have 

been adapted to the European laws. And that will reflect on the future investments because there are 

a lot of companies that are exporting and it will just make their life much harder. Okay, maybe they'll 

negotiate their own business terms, but why? Why do you have to go through all that?' 

Carmen (Spanish): 'I don't really understand why they want to step out of Europe. I think they like to 

be special, different. They feel like that. They feel they are powerful, because they've always been, 

throughout history. It would be interesting to see on the map which part voted in and out. Because I 

personally believe the south of the country will vote in and the north will vote out.' 

Hajnalka (Hungarian-Romanian): 'So, we did what we had to do, and now we can go home, is that it? 

When they needed us, we were good enough, and now, of course, there are more of us. So they have 

to do something about it. But I don’t think leaving the European Union is the solution.' 

Silvia (Italian): 'I tend to take some of this stuff personally. Like, for example, they say that all these 

dirty immigrants come here to claim our benefits. I've lived here for six years. I've never claimed a 

single benefit. I've been to the doctor once. I mean I'm not a burden on the NHS. I'm not a burden on 

anyone. I work and I pay my taxes and I study at the university.'  

Many of our interviewees expressed a certainty that whatever happened it would not have a dramatic effect on 

them. They argued that EU nationals’ contribution to the British economy is such that the country could ill afford to 

‘kick them out’. 

Joanna (Polish): 'I'm just wondering what will happen in this country if they decide to send people 

back home. Who's going to work here then?' 

Carmen (Spanish): 'That is not going to happen. Even if we are out of the EU, whoever has been here 

working; they don't want to kick you out, that is not going to happen. It will not work like that.' 

Some respondents reflected on the possibility of having to leave the UK because of Brexit, indicating that they would 

not contest such an outcome, despite the impact it would have on their lives: 

Ana (Portuguese): 'Well, we have to think ahead. It’s our families, not me. We have to think about 

what we are going to do if we really have to leave. I worry about our children, but I think I’ve started 

to be okay about it. I’m very happy for the time I was here, everyone treated me very well. But if I 

have to leave, I'll leave.' 



Project Report No. 1 

EU Migrants in the UK: Perceptions and Challenges of Belonging 

 

 
Page 16 of 24 

 

6. European identity 

One of the most interesting aspects of EU migration is its potential to influence migrants’ identities and their 

attachment to Europe. It has previously been argued that increased European mobility, particularly for highly skilled 

migrants, will foster a European identity (Favell, 2008). Others have highlighted how this could also happen for 

students through the Erasmus exchange programme, which would lead to the ‘consolidation of a people’s Europe 

and the creation of European citizens’ (Van Mol, 2013: 209-210; see also, King and Ruiz-Gelices, 2003). While we find 

some empirical evidence in support of these claims, our study indicates that higher education levels correlate with 

stronger identification with Europe. However, it is also clear that different types of questions produce slightly 

different outcomes.  

 

 

Mean High 

School  

Vocational 

 

Some 

College 

Undergraduate 

 

Postgraduate 

 

PhD 

 

My destiny is 

linked to that of 

other 

Europeans 

3.55 

 

3.41 

 

3.5 

 

3.18 

 

3.44 

 

3.73 

 

4.44 

 

I am proud to 

be European 

 

3.91 

 

3.29 

 

3.79 

 

3.78 

 

4.1 

 

4 

 

4.03 

 

I identify with 

members of the 

European 

community 

3.69 

 

3.7 

 

3.65 

 

3.45 

 

3.72 

 

3.77 

 

3.85 

 

I identify with 

other EU 

nationals in the 

UK  

3.65 3.63 3.45 3.23 3.66 4.1 3.74 

 

What is clear is that Europe and being European is an important aspect of EU migrants' experience of migration. This 

perception seems to have been reinforced by the British media portrayal of EU nationals as a homogenous group; by 

contact with non-EU migrants, which is further emphasised in home and host communities; and by the fact that 

many EU migrants work mostly with other EU migrants.  

Alecs (Romanian): 'As long as we were been born in a European country, no matter whether it is 

Slovakia, Poland, we are children of Europe. Even if somebody comes from England to Romania, I 

don't think they should be treated any differently. No, we are all humans at the end of the day, we all 

have the same problems, we all have feelings.' 

The referendum and the fear of Brexit seem to have triggered among many EU nationals a new sense of 

Europeanness. 

Gosia (Polish): [at the beginning of the conversation she says] 'I don't feel European. We don't have 

anything in common, you know, different countries have different cultures. Just because all of us 

came from somewhere to the UK doesn't mean that we are a team.’  
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[at the end of the conversation, talking about Brexit] ‘Well, if I have to be honest, I think we 

European people will really build the country up. Obviously there are so many of us, could you 

imagine right now if they would make the decision, "All of you have to leave"? What would happen 

with the country? I would like to see that. I would really like to see that.’ 

Foud (French): 'Believe me that if you take just this group[Europeans], we have way more in common 

among us than a group of Asians. That's what makes Europeans Europeans.' 

Hajnalka (Hungairan-Romanian): ‘I feel more European since I came here, to be honest. Over there it 

was the same circle of people. I wouldn’t go much further than what I was used to. I didn’t know 

many people from outside. Here, we’ve started to know different cultures. People from all over the 

world, and Europeans. I think Europe didn’t make any sense when we were in Hungary. But here 

when we have people from Africa, from America, from Europe then you feel, “Okay, I’m European.” 

Yes, it made more sense. Meeting non-European people, that’s how you feel what it means to be 

European.' 

Silvia (Italian): 'I've never felt particularly strongly on this, I've never felt, "Oh, yes, I'm Italian." I'm 

Italian, obviously, but that's it. I don't have a strong national identity. I've always identified more as a 

European, or as a citizen of the world. But definitely European more than Italian.  

[in response to worries about Brexit] What about people who live here? I mean, we're not numbers. 

We can't vote in the referendum, but we're people. We have lives as well. What is going to happen to 

us is not part of the debate. We're not part of the debate and it's not fair.' 

 

Research Project's Phase II 

In light of the UK vote to leave the EU, the second phase of our project involves two separate but complementary 

objectives.  

First, we plan to expand our initial focus and data collection to include three additional questions:  

1. How does UK Brexit vote impact EU migrants’ sense of identity and belonging in the UK? 

2. How does UK Brexit vote affect EU migrants' perceptions of the purpose of their migration?  

3. What challenges do EU migrants face in terms of legal framework, institutions, rights, as well as in terms 

of interaction with and integration into the community? 

Second, we aim to broaden the scope of the project to include and involve other scholars who are working on the 

subject of EU migration, both in the UK and overseas. For this purpose we have set up the EU Migrants Network of 

early and mid-career scholars (eu-migrants.net) with the financial support of the British Academy /Leverhulme Trust. 

We intend to expand and strengthen the network through regular activities and communication. We have already 

hosted workshops on social mobility, identity and belonging, integration and engagement with civil society, and 

discourses of EU migration to the UK. 
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Appendix.  
Additional urvey Demographic Questions 

Q7 - Which United Kingdom country are you a resident of? 

# Answer % Count 

1 England 91.61% 426 

2 Wales 2.58% 12 

3 Scotland 4.51% 21 

4 Northern Ireland 1.29% 6 

 Total 100% 465 

Q7a - Which English county are you a resident of? 

# Answer % Count 

4 Bedfordshire 1.45% 6 

5 Berkshire 4.12% 17 

6 Bristol 0.73% 3 

7 Buckinghamshire 1.69% 7 

8 Cambridgeshire 2.42% 10 

9 Cheshire 0.97% 4 

11 Cornwall 0.24% 1 

12 Cumbria 0.24% 1 

13 Derbyshire 0.73% 3 

14 Devon 0.24% 1 

15 Dorset 0.73% 3 

16 County Durham 0.73% 3 

17 East Riding of Yorkshire 0.48% 2 

18 East Sussex 1.94% 8 

19 Essex 6.30% 26 

20 Gloucestershire 0.48% 2 

21 Greater London 40.44% 167 

22 Greater Manchester 1.94% 8 

23 Hampshire 1.21% 5 
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24 Herefordshire 0.24% 1 

25 Hertfordshire 2.18% 9 

26 Isle of Wight 0.00% 0 

27 Kent 3.63% 15 

28 Lancashire 2.42% 10 

29 Leicestershire 0.97% 4 

30 Lincolnshire 0.97% 4 

31 Merseyside 0.48% 2 

32 Norfolk 0.48% 2 

33 North Yorkshire 0.24% 1 

34 Northamptonshire 0.73% 3 

35 Northumberland 0.00% 0 

36 Nottinghamshire 0.97% 4 

37 Oxfordshire 1.94% 8 

38 Rutland 0.00% 0 

39 Shropshire 0.00% 0 

40 Somerset 0.97% 4 

41 South Yorkshire 1.45% 6 

42 Staffordshire 0.24% 1 

43 Suffolk 0.48% 2 

44 Surrey 6.05% 25 

45 Tyne and Wear 0.48% 2 

46 Warwickshire 0.48% 2 

47 West Midlands 3.63% 15 

48 West Sussex 1.69% 7 

49 West Yorkshire 1.21% 5 

50 Wiltshire 0.73% 3 

51 Worcestershire 0.24% 1 

 Total 100% 413 

Q8 - Which of the following best describes your place of residence? 
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# Answer % Count 

1 City 58.06% 270 

3 Town 32.90% 153 

4 Village 6.88% 32 

5 Rural 2.15% 10 

 Total 100% 465 

Q9 - What is your current marital status? 

# Answer % Count 

1 Rather not say 1.72% 8 

2 Divorced 4.30% 20 

3 In a long term relationship/co-habiting 24.08% 112 

4 Married 48.81% 227 

5 Separated 1.50% 7 

6 Single 18.49% 86 

7 Widowed 0.86% 4 

8 In a registered same-sex civil partnership 0.21% 1 

9 Formally in a registered same-sex civil partnership which is now legally dissolved 0.00% 0 

 Total 100% 465 

Q10 - Please indicate the highest level of education completed 

# Answer % Count 

1 Primary School 1.07% 5 

2 High School or equivalent 10.53% 49 

3 Vocational/Technical School 6.02% 28 

4 Some College 12.25% 57 

5 Undergraduate degree (BA) 31.18% 145 

6 Master's Degree (MA) 26.45% 123 

7 Doctoral Degree (PhD) 6.02% 28 

8 Professional Degree (MD, JD, etc.) 3.65% 17 

9 Other 2.79% 13 
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 Total 100% 462 

Q11 - What best describes your current employment status? 

# Answer % Count 

1 Employed full time 53.97% 251 

2 Employed part time 11.18% 52 

9 Self employed 12.90% 60 

10 Own your own business 3.22% 15 

3 Not working but looking for work 3.44% 16 

4 Not working and not looking for work 1.29% 6 

5 Retired 3.01% 14 

6 Full-time student 4.73% 22 

7 Part-time student 0.86% 4 

8 Looking after the family/home 5.37% 25 

 Total 100% 465 

Q12 - Which industry best characterises your work? 

# Answer % Count 

1 Forestry, fishing, hunting or agriculture support 1.34% 5 

2 Mining 0.54% 2 

3 Utilities 1.34% 5 

4 Construction 4.56% 17 

5 Manufacturing 6.17% 23 

6 Wholesale trade 1.07% 4 

7 Retail trade 7.77% 29 

8 Transportation or warehousing 2.95% 11 

9 Information 4.02% 15 

10 Finance or insurance 5.09% 19 

11 Real estate or rental and leasing 0.80% 3 

12 Professional, scientific or technical services 10.99% 41 

13 Management of companies or enterprises 5.36% 20 

14 Admin, support, waste management or remediation services 2.41% 9 
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15 Educational services 10.72% 40 

16 Health care or social assistance 9.92% 37 

17 Arts, entertainment or recreation 4.56% 17 

18 Accommodation or food services 5.63% 21 

19 Other services (except public administration) 10.99% 41 

20 Unclassified establishments 3.75% 14 

 Total 100% 373 

Q13 - Do you have children? 

# Answer % Count 

2 Yes 52.47% 244 

3 No 47.53% 221 

 Total 100% 465 

Q14 - If yes, how many? and what ages? 

# Question 0-3  4-10  11-18  Total 

1 1 38.69% 77 36.68% 73 24.62% 49 199 

2 2 22.22% 22 49.49% 49 28.28% 28 99 

3 3 42.86% 9 19.05% 4 38.10% 8 21 

4 4 54.55% 6 18.18% 2 27.27% 3 11 

 

Q15 - How would you describe your overall health over the past 12 months? 

# Answer % Count 

1 Very poorly 0.21% 1 

2 Poorly 4.08% 19 

3 Average 19.56% 91 

4 Good 45.16% 210 

5 Very good 30.96% 144 

 Total 100% 465 

 

 

Q17 - Do you attend religious services? 
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# Answer % Count 

1 Never 35.50% 164 

2 Rarely 32.03% 148 

3 Occasionally 16.88% 78 

4 Often 7.14% 33 

5 Regularly 8.44% 39 

 Total 100% 462 

 

 


